Comments posted on the website of the Library and Information Association of South Africa regarding the destruction of a library in Timbuktu are analyzed to reveal how we talk about the preservation and destruction of libraries, books, and manuscripts.
Library and information professionals responded both courageously and curiously to threats and the ultimate destruction by fire of the library of the Ahmed Baba Institute of Islamic Advanced Studies and Research in Timbuktu on 28 January 2013. Malian librarians had helped to save the majority of the precious manuscripts in a preemptive rescue mission, although about two thousand may have been lost in the fire (Biles 2013; McConnell 2013) . From the international library community there was an immediate outpouring of concern on the websites of IFLA and national library associations, as well as on social networking sites. But these official assurances came after it was discovered that almost all the manuscripts were safe after all. In South Africa, it was a LIASA member that announced this news after an official report had already appeared on the In its endorsement of the IFLA agreement, the NLSA also adopts the 'digitisation route' to solving the problem of the preservation of the Timbuktu manuscripts, as represented in the collaboration between the IFLA PAC Office and the Blue Shield. By side-stepping the political dimension of preservation, however, a long-term solution is doubtful. This is apparent from the general lack of trust by ordinary Malians in government initiatives, and their own efforts to preserve the manuscripts for centuries despite invasions and migrations. As a result, the locals have been 'extremely reluctant to give their manuscripts over for safekeeping or even to loan them for brief periods to be digitized' (Walt 2013 ).
In the end, the preservation of Timbuktu's manuscripts may not depend on the digitization hopes of the IFLA and NLSA PAC, but on deeply divided Malian The actions in Timbuktu and reactions in the South African library community certainly give all librarians pause for thought about how we talk about the preservation and destruction of libraries, books, and manuscripts.
